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Government has provided only limited information about the funding 
arrangements immediately post-2021. This uncertainty is affecting 
councils’ and RSLs‘ ability to plan future developments and may result 
in a slowdown in the planning and supply of affordable housing. In 
developing its long-term vision for housing, the Scottish Government 
needs to make much clearer the ways in which new affordable housing 
is contributing to wider Scottish Government policy commitments. The 
Scottish Government should also better demonstrate how the impact 
and value for money of future investments will be assessed. 
 

Recommendations

The Scottish Government and councils should:

• evaluate the impact of the current programme on housing needs and 
the economic impact of the investment in affordable housing

• work in partnership with RSLs to implement performance measures 
to demonstrate the value for money of new-build homes, and work to 
demonstrate the social value of investment.

Councils should:

• ensure consistent and early engagement with, and involvement of, 
tenants and the wider community in developing affordable housing 
plans to ensure they help to improve local outcomes

• ensure that their arrangements with health and social care 
partnerships maximise their input into the planning for, and 
investment in, affordable housing to meet health and social care 
priorities

• improve reporting on the delivery of affordable housing to 
demonstrate how housing needs have been met and how it is 
contributing to wider improved outcomes, including those listed in 
the national performance framework.

When planning for post-2021 investment, the Scottish Government 
should work with councils and RSLs to:

• clearly set out a long-term vision and funding arrangements beyond 
the parliamentary term

• clearly set out the outcomes it expects to achieve by its investment 
and how it will contribute to other policy objectives such as 
human rights and equalities; reducing homelessness, poverty and 
child poverty; improving health and wellbeing and responding 
to the climate emergency; as well as contributing to the national 
performance framework outcomes
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• assess the contribution of funding streams for affordable housing on 
outcomes and review the grant funding distribution arrangements 
and grant subsidy benchmarks to ensure that they are fit for purpose 
and are aligned to meet the outcomes of investment

• improve its reporting on the affordable housing supply investment 
programme to ensure information is as comprehensive as possible 
and includes the location of homes delivered within each council area

• ensure that the data for understanding housing need at a national 
and local level is as robust as possible and use this data to more 
effectively inform future spending plans to make sure that the right 
homes are built in the right places

• consider the appropriate balance between investing in new homes 
and improvements to existing homes, whilst ensuring that rent levels 
for existing tenants remain affordable.

Background

1. Affordable housing makes a substantial contribution to many Scottish 
Government policy areas such as health and wellbeing, homelessness, economic 
growth, reducing child poverty and supporting sustainable rural communities. 
It can also improve outcomes for communities.

2. The Scottish Government’s affordable housing supply target is one of several 
objectives under the Scottish Government’s More Homes approach which 
aims to increase the supply of new homes across Scotland. The More Homes 
approach sits within the wider context of the Scottish Government’s four housing 
and regeneration outcomes. These are:

• a well-functioning housing system – availability of choice, homes people 
can afford and growth of supply

• high-quality sustainable homes – safe, warm resources – efficient and 
promoting wellbeing

• homes that meet people’s needs – accessing and keeping a home 
supporting independent living

• sustainable communities – economically, physically and socially sustainable.

3. The Scottish Government has set a target to deliver 50,000 affordable homes, 
including 35,000 for social rent, between 2016/17 and 2020/21, which are funded 
through its Affordable Housing Supply Programme (AHSP). The delivery of 
affordable homes through the programme includes the following:

• Homes for social rent provided by councils and RSLs. RSLs are mainly 
housing associations or housing cooperatives that meet the legislative and 
regulatory criteria to be registered with the Scottish Housing Regulator.
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• Homes for mid-market rent (MMR), which have higher rents than social 
rented housing, but lower rents than privately rented properties in the 
surrounding area. These homes are mainly provided by RSLs.

• Homes for affordable home ownership, aimed at people who would not be 
able to buy a home without further financial support.

4. Most of the affordable housing delivered under the programme will be 
new-build. However, the programme also funds ‘rehabilitations’, where existing 
properties are improved, and purchases of existing properties.

5. The AHSP supports the delivery of affordable housing through several 
funding streams to councils, RSLs, other providers of housing and the public. 
The investment is shared between local programmes, which are planned in 
partnership with councils, and programmes managed centrally by the Scottish 
Government.

6. Councils have important strategic roles. They are responsible for developing 
plans for local programmes for their own areas. These plans are then delivered 
by the councils, their RSL partners and, in some cases, through agreements with 
private house builders.

7. The Scottish Housing Regulator is the independent regulator of social 
landlords in Scotland. Its role is to monitor, assess and report on social landlords’ 
performance of housing services provided to tenants, people who are homeless, 
gypsy/travellers and factored owners. It also monitors, assesses and reports on 
the financial wellbeing and standards of governance in RSLs.

About this audit 

8. The aims of this audit are to:

• report on progress towards the Scottish Government’s affordable housing 
target and assess what impact it has had

• consider what more the Scottish Government and councils need to do to 
support the continued increase in affordable housing for those in need.

9. The audit does not consider: 

• wider housing affordability issues such as private rental costs or the 
Scottish housing market – it recognises, however, that these will have an 
impact on the availability and deliverability of affordable housing

• Scottish Government and council investment into reducing homelessness 
– this is because there is significant scrutiny work ongoing through 
Parliament, the Scottish Housing Regulator (SHR) and Shelter Scotland 
around homelessness

• housing and support services for older people beyond whether the housing 
delivered is fit for purpose within the context of an ageing population. 
The Accounts Commission and the Auditor General have committed to 
a further audit on this.
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10. During our audit we:

• reviewed documents such as the Scottish Government guidance for 
councils, councils’ strategic housing investment plans (SHIPs) and local 
housing strategies (LHSs)

• analysed Scottish Government data on the delivery of affordable housing

• carried out fieldwork in four case study councils: Aberdeenshire, Argyll 
and Bute, the City of Edinburgh and South Lanarkshire. In these areas we 
interviewed council officers responsible for housing strategy, planning and 
community engagement, elected members, tenants and RSLs operating 
in the area

• interviewed representatives from the Scottish Government’s More Homes 
Scotland Division and other stakeholders such as the Association of Local 
Authority Chief Housing Officers (ALACHO)

• met with members of the Regional Network of Registered Tenants 
Organisations.

11. We used case studies to understand what is happening at a local level in 
a small number of council areas. We also obtained evidence of other councils’ 
arrangements through interviews with stakeholders and by reviewing documents. 
We selected the case study areas based on the following criteria: 

• a mixed sample of those operating in urban, rural and remote contexts

• councils with their own house building programmes

• one council which had transferred all its housing stock to RSLs

• councils receiving larger and smaller levels of funding contributions from 
the Scottish Government in 2019/20 and 2020/21

• councils which had overspent or underspent their contributions from the 
Scottish Government in 2017/18.

Where we have converted financial data into real terms throughout the report, 
we have based this on 2018/19 prices. 

12. Appendix 1 (page 44) lists the members of our project advisory group, 
who gave feedback and advice at important stages of the audit.
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Defining affordable housing is complicated
14. There are many ways to define affordable housing as it depends on many 
factors such as household type, household income, the location and size of 
a property, and the local housing market.1 Social landlords are responsible for 
setting their own rents and they have different rent-setting policies reflecting 
the context of their areas and their housing stock. While this local approach to 
defining rent affordability is appropriate to reflect the local context, it means that 
there is no one common definition of affordability and it can be confusing for 
tenants and the public.

15. During our fieldwork, stakeholders, particularly those who were not closely 
involved in delivering affordable housing, told us they were not always clear 
what the Scottish Government meant by affordable housing. The Scottish 
Government’s target is based on the tenures of affordable homes to be 
delivered (social rent, mid-market rent and affordable home ownership). Within 
the programme guidance, the Scottish Government makes some assumptions 
about affordability. For example, there is an expectation of the rent an RSL will 
charge for new social housing funded through the programme.2 But after the first 
let, the RSLs’ own rent setting policy will apply. The Scottish Government also 
expects council social rent levels to be kept affordable, balancing this with local 
market conditions and contributions to the overall cost of the home. The Scottish 
Government provides guidance for councils carrying out their housing needs 
and demands assessments (HNDAs) (Exhibit 3, page 14).3 This uses broad 
assumptions about future affordability for the purpose of planning housing.4

It is not clear how the national target links to local housing needs and 
wider outcomes
16. Housing is a long-term asset, so it is important that the right types of new 
homes are provided where they are most needed. Setting a broad national and 
numbers-based target creates the risk that the homes delivered are not located in 
the places with the greatest levels of need, or are not the right type to best meet 
people’s housing needs.

17. In general terms, the Scottish Government’s target is a response to clear 
evidence of the need for more affordable housing in Scotland. For example, in 
2015, the Chartered Institute of Housing (CIH) Scotland, Shelter Scotland and 
the Scottish Federation of Housing Associations (SFHA) published research 
that concluded there was a need for at least 60,000 affordable homes across 
Scotland over the next five years, although the research was not specific about 
the number of social rented units that would be required.5

18. While councils and RSLs have welcomed the investment in housing as it can 
help to meet shared local priorities, there is a disconnect between the national 
target and local assessments of need. Councils are responsible for assessing 
housing need in their area through a strategic planning process (Exhibit 3, 
page 14). The Scottish Government does not collate information from 
councils’ local assessments of need and there are some difficulties in doing so. 
For example, not all assessments cover the same time period and some 
councils use different data sources based on local circumstances. There is no 
evidence available to show that councils’ local assessments of need informed the 
50,000 affordable housing target and 35,000 social rent target. The Infrastructure 
Commission for Scotland identified a need for greater coherence at both regional 
and national levels towards the assessment of housing needs and demands.6 
This may help to make a better connection with any future nationally set targets.
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19. The disconnect between the national target and local assessments of need, 
means that it is not possible to determine whether the Scottish Government’s 
investment is targeted most effectively to deliver new affordable homes of the 
right types in the right locations. This limits the judgements that can be made on 
the overall impact of the investment on national housing need.

20. Although the More Homes approach contributes to the wider housing and 
regeneration outcomes, the Scottish Government did not clearly set out how the 
target links to these outcomes or the National Performance Framework (NPF) 
outcomes, or how it would measure the impact of affordable housing delivery 
against these wider national outcomes. The NPF was revised in 2018 with three 
of the 11 outcomes referring to housing specifically: communities, poverty and 
environment. However, affordable housing can also contribute to improving other 
outcomes such as those relating to health, education, children and young people, 
equalities, and the economy.

In developing their housing plans, councils balance their knowledge of 
local need with what can be achieved
21. Councils have important strategic roles. They plan the delivery of affordable 
housing within a complex system through a series of linked plans, underpinned 
by legislation, Scottish Government guidance and oversight arrangements 
(Exhibit 3, page 14). Councils carry out a HNDA which is the starting point 
for estimating current and future housing needs in their areas. This forms part of 
councils’ housing and land use planning strategies.

22. Councils’ decisions about the affordable housing projects to include in 
their SHIPs are prepared in the context of the Scottish Government’s funding 
arrangements established to support the national target (paragraph 31). Practical 
issues, such as the availability of suitable sites, and the availability of other 
funding, also influence how projects are prioritised and ultimately what gets built.
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Good progress has been made and the Scottish Government 
reports that it is on track to meet its target. However, risks to its 
delivery remain.

The Scottish Government has good governance arrangements in place to 
oversee progress towards the target 
23. The programme is managed through a central team and five area teams 
covering different regions in Scotland. At the outset of the target, additional staff 
were allocated to each area team to help councils and their partners respond 
to the increased scale of the target. The area teams work well with councils 
and their partners to agree and progress affordable housing programmes within 
their areas.

24. A programme coordination group oversees the AHSP and delivery of the 
target. The group reports to the More Homes Scotland Board, which includes 
all members of the More Homes Scotland management team. The board 
meets quarterly and receives updates on progress towards the target from 
the programme coordination group. At each meeting, the board considers a 
comprehensive risk register setting out the risks to the delivery of the target and 
any actions planned in response. 

25. Recent action taken by the Scottish Government to help councils and RSLs 
to meet the target includes: 

• supporting councils to buy more existing homes rather than build new ones 
that take longer to deliver, where this is in line with local priorities

• bringing forward the reallocation of money for local programmes 
earlier in the year to accelerate plans and deliver additional homes 
(paragraphs 35–37).

Good progress towards the target has been made
26. The Scottish Government did not set any milestones for progress towards 
the target or any expectation of the number of homes to be delivered in 
each council area. This is because each council is responsible for planning its 
own programmes. As funding will increase towards the end of the five-year 
programme (paragraph 31) there is a rise in the number of homes due to be 
completed in the last two years of the programme.

27. At December 2019, good progress towards the target had been made:

• Sixty-two per cent of the overall 50,000 target had been met 
(Exhibit 4, page 16).

• Fifty-eight per cent of the 35,000 homes for social rent target had been met.

There are a number of risks to delivering the programme
28. In its assessment of progress towards the target , undertaken in 
September 2019, the Scottish Government reported that the target could be met. 
This assessment was based on the number of approvals made since 2015/16 and 
planned approvals for the remainder of 2019/20. As it can take at least 18 months 
from the approval of a new home for social rent to its completion, most of these 
approvals had to be made by December 2019. However, uncertainty about the 
Scottish Government’s investment plans post-2021 may have affected social 
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at which funding 
for a new home is 
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This funding approach supports the delivery of different types of affordable 
housing, and can help meet different types of housing needs, but the impact of 
these schemes is not always clear. 

39. One of the larger government schemes is the Open Market Shared Equity 
Scheme, first established in 2006. Under this scheme, the Scottish Government 
provides a shared equity loan to first-time buyers and other priority groups 
allowing them to buy a home on the open market. Between 2016/17 and 
2018/19, around 5,200 households bought a home through the scheme. A review 
in 2011 identified some positive impacts.11 Since then, the Scottish Government 
has also invested further resources to help people become home-owners, 
through the Help to Buy (Scotland) Affordable New Build scheme (which is not 
included in the 50,000 target). The Scottish Government has commissioned 
research into these schemes. This will help to establish the current relevance 
of the schemes and their impact.

Councils and RSLs are investing significant additional funds in affordable 
housing, but it is difficult to calculate the total investment
40. In addition to Scottish Government funding, councils, RSLs and others are 
investing significant resources to meet the target. The Scottish Government 
publishes the total cost of the homes it funds through the AHSP at the point 
homes are approved. Between 2016/17 and 2018/19, the total cost of all homes 
approved through the AHSP was £4.3 billion. Of this, Scottish Government 
funding was, in real terms, £2 billion (46 per cent of total costs) with additional 
investment from other providers of around £2.3 billion (54 per cent of total costs). 
Of this additional investment, £1.4 billion was invested in homes for social rent:

• The total cost of council social rented homes approved was £715 million. 
Scottish Government funding accounted for 39 per cent of this total.

• The total cost of RSL social rented homes approved was £2.1 billion. 
Scottish Government funding accounted for 56 per cent of this total.

41. If costs rise after a project is approved and the council or RSL pays these 
costs without any government subsidy, this is not recorded by the Scottish 
Government. Some councils have also purchased existing stock without using 
Scottish Government grant funding so that they can use more of their grant for 
building new homes, which can be more expensive. National data sources do not 
allow us to quantify the extent of such provision, although our fieldwork suggests 
that it is on a relatively small scale. These purchases will not be reported to the 
Scottish Government and will not be included in the statistics that measure 
progress towards the 50,000 target. A more complete understanding of total 
investment in affordable housing may help to identify any pressures on costs and 
could help to make sure that resources are targeted in the most effective way.

Councils are generally working well with partners to plan and 
deliver affordable homes in their areas

Councils are working well with RSLs in their areas to deliver new housing
42. Councils have effective working relationships with RSLs  in their areas, 
which helps to facilitate the planning and delivery of affordable housing. 
Examples of this include regular partnership meetings, for instance at a strategic 
or operational level, to discuss local priorities and progress with delivering 
affordable housing.

 
RSLs

There are around 
160 RSLs in Scotland, 
although not all are 
developing new 
housing. The number 
operating in any 
council area varies. 
For example, there 
are 12 RSLs operating 
in Aberdeenshire 
and 25 in the City of 
Edinburgh. 
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the population. The Scottish Government updated its LHS guidance in September 
2019 and states that councils, in their LHS, should demonstrate how priorities and 
outcomes have been developed collaboratively with Integration Authorities.14

47. Where good partnership working has taken place, this includes HSCP’s 
involvement in the strategic planning and commissioning process, in addition 
to funding contributions (Case study 1). In some areas, however, there is not 
enough involvement from health and social care partners. Given the important 
links between health and housing, more consistent involvement from health and 
social care partners will help ensure that people are receiving the right type of 
housing for their health and social care needs.

Some councils demonstrate good tenant and community 
involvement in plans for new affordable housing, but this could 
be more consistent

48. It is important that councils involve tenants and communities in the 
process of planning new affordable housing. This allows them to influence its 
delivery and aligns with the principles of community empowerment, which is 
a national priority for the Scottish Government. Councils have a duty to work 
with community planning partners, and community bodies, to improve local 

Case study 1
Dundee City Council health and housing

Dundee City Council, Dundee Health and Social Care Partnership (DHSCP), and RSLs operating 
in the area, work together to commission housing for people with particular needs. There is a 
clear framework in place that enables a range of key health and social care groups, including 
eight service-specific strategic planning groups, to feed into the commissioning process and the 
development of the LHS and SHIP.

The partners consider whether existing social rented stock could be reconfigured for people with 
particular needs before deciding whether new-build housing is needed. When commissioning  
individual housing developments, the council, DHSCP and the housing provider work together 
to agree on the specific requirements for a development, including the numbers of homes and 
bedrooms per home. They will also agree on any design features that are suitable for the clients’ 
needs, such as level and non-slip flooring, no thresholds or steps, secure gardens, level access 
showers and smart technology.

For each commissioned development, partners agree on funding. For example, one of the projects 
commissioned in 2017/18 was for a 12-home development for people with a mental health condition 
requiring onsite care and support from a staff team. DHSCP met full revenue funding for the 
development and paid a capital contribution of £219,000.

DHSCP staff report that this approach has improved outcomes for their clients. For example, their 
clients have more choice and control of their lives and can keep their support networks close by 
and remain in the city, rather than having to move away to access suitable housing. One individual 
with a mental health condition requiring onsite care and support from a staff team, who had 
been in long-term hospital care for almost ten years, was able to move into suitable supported 
accommodation. 

Source: Dundee City Council and DHSCP
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outcomes. Community empowerment  has many benefits for communities. 
For example, it can help to identify priorities and direct investment in public 
services to where it is most needed, including towards improving the character 
of an area, transport links, local amenities and open spaces.15 It can also lead to 
better outcomes for communities and tenants, including improved quality of life 
and community safety, and greater satisfaction with their local neighbourhoods.

49. We found some good examples of tenant and community engagement and 
involvement in affordable housing development, but there was some variation 
between councils:

• The case study councils have engaged well with local communities, 
including communities of interest, such as older people and gypsy 
travellers, to better understand local priorities and inform their LHSs.

• All social landlords have a responsibility to consult with tenants on a range 
of housing issues, which is often done through a tenant’s participation 
group. The quality of these arrangements, however, varied between the 
case study council areas. South Lanarkshire Council has well-established 
arrangements, including a Tenant Participation Coordination Group, with 
16 tenant representatives. A budget scrutiny group is involved in planning 
and delivering the annual rent setting consultation for all tenants. The group 
also reviews spending priorities within the Housing Revenue Account and 
capital programme including the impact of new-build proposals on rent.

• Tenants reported variations in the quality of engagement about affordable 
housing delivery. For example, some reported being involved in 
discussions from an early stage, whereas others felt that there was a lack 
of consultation on plans. This creates a risk that the wider outcomes for 
tenants and communities (for example, improved quality of life) will not 
be met.

50. Placemaking is also an important consideration for councils in the planning 
of affordable housing. This is an approach to planning, designing and managing 
places that involves discussions with communities to establish their needs 
and aspirations to create an overall vision for an area. It also helps to empower 
communities.16 We found clear examples of developments that reflected a 
commitment to placemaking (Case study 2, page 24).

51. Tenants reported that housing in good locations with access to services 
(including GP surgeries) and to public transport at night was important to them. 
The case study councils, and the RSLs we spoke to in those areas, demonstrated 
an awareness and commitment to building affordable homes in areas with links 
to services. One RSL reported that it had decided not to take ownership of a 
home through a Section 75 contribution (paragraph 91) from a private developer 
because it was concerned that the development’s location, on the outskirts of a 
town, was not suitably located for its tenants.

 
Community 
empowerment
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Empowerment 
(Scotland) Act 2015 
gives communities 
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on, and input to, the 
decision-making 
by public bodies 
and their partners. 
It aims to reduce 
inequalities and 
improve the wellbeing 
of communities, 
particularly those 
suffering from 
persistent inequality.
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There is evidence that some housing needs are being met 
although reporting at national and local levels is limited

52. The Scottish Government’s out-turn reports contain information on the 
delivery of housing through the programme including some information at council 
level. There are some weaknesses in these reports including a lack of detail on 
the size and type of homes delivered. The Scottish Government holds some data 
at a council level that it does not report on, including:

• the postcode data for the new homes that it has funded and that have 
been completed

• data on new affordable homes that have been approved that meet the 
greener standard  (paragraph 74)

• data on new affordable homes completed that meet people’s particular 
housing needs (paragraph 60)

• data on new affordable homes completed that are new-build, off-the-shelf 
or rehabilitations.

Case study 2
Meadowbank, The City of Edinburgh Council

Between 2018 and 2019, the City of Edinburgh Council consulted with communities in Meadowbank on 
a masterplan for the area. This focused on the redevelopment of surplus land surrounding a new sports 
centre for mixed uses, including building a mixture of affordable homes and private homes for sale. 
There have been four stages to community engagement to date, as outlined below:

• Public consultations – the local community was invited to share its knowledge, opinions and 
aspirations for the site through an online survey and three consultation events using the Place 
Standard tool. The tool helps to facilitate conversations about the physical elements of a place 
(such as buildings and transport links) and its social aspects (such as influence and sense of 
control in decision-making). It can also help identify where investment should be targeted.

• Design workshops – representatives from the local community worked with council officers and 
designers to consider how the site could be designed. Themes included housing and community; 
economy and local amenity; and active travel, cycling and streets.

• Visions and ideas – public events were held to present and discuss the initial proposals with the 
local community in early 2019.

• Next steps – communities were presented with the masterplan proposals developed from the 
consultation.

The finalised masterplan proposes that approximately 600 homes will be built on the Meadowbank 
site, with a minimum of 35 per cent being homes for social rent and MMR and a mix of one-, two- and 
three-bedroom homes. The local community has helped to influence this masterplan. For example, 
the council has made specific changes to the provision of student accommodation on the site, as the 
community was strongly opposed to this.

Source: The City of Edinburgh Council

 
Greener standard

Councils and RSLs 
qualify for a higher 
benchmark subsidy 
if building standards 
for new homes meet 
Section 7, Silver 
Level, of the 2011 
building regulations for 
both carbon dioxide 
emissions and energy 
for space heating. 
This is known as the 
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Publishing this data would help to improve the transparency of funding decisions 
that the Scottish Government makes at a council level and allow for a better 
demonstration of the impact of its investment.

53. The impact of the new affordable homes within each council area will vary 
according to local circumstances. Reporting by councils is commonly based on 
outputs, such as the number of homes delivered as a proportion of local targets. 
Local reporting can lack clarity, for example, on how this links back to overall 
housing need and pressures within the council area. This means that there is a 
risk that councils will be unable to sufficiently demonstrate value for money from 
their investment.

54. We reviewed the case study councils’ LHSs and SHIPs alongside their 
progress reports. This provided some assurance that affordable housing was 
being delivered in councils’ priority areas. By reporting this information in a more 
transparent manner, councils should be able to better demonstrate how they 
have met their local priorities. This would also help councils to more clearly 
demonstrate that homes are being built in areas with access to local services 
(paragraph 51).

Investment is leading to a net increase in social housing
55. The investment in the target, combined with the end of the Right to Buy  
scheme, is leading to an overall increase in the number of social homes in 
Scotland. The Scottish Housing Regulator reports that, at 31 March 2019, 
councils and RSLs provided 600,856 homes to rent, an increase of 1 per cent 
(6,261 homes) since 31 March 2016.17

56. By the end of the five-year programme, if the 35,000 social rent completions 
element of the target is met, we estimate that the net impact of the target (after 
estimating for council demolitions) could be around an additional 23,800 social 
rented homes, although this is at the upper end of estimates.18 We have not 
estimated for RSL demolitions because of the unreliability of the data. 

New affordable homes are being delivered in all council areas
57. The number and tenure of new homes delivered varies between council 
areas, reflecting local circumstances, priorities and longer-term patterns of 
delivery (Exhibit 6, page 26 and Appendix 3, page 47).

58. Between 2016/17 and 2018/19, 5,355 homes for social rent were completed 
by councils and 10,968 were completed by RSLs (Appendix 3, page 47). 
Some councils, such as Fife, West Lothian and North Lanarkshire, have relatively 
large-scale programmes of new council house building. Other councils (including 
the six councils that have transferred all their housing stock: Argyll and Bute, 
Comhairle nan Eilean Siar, Dumfries and Galloway, Glasgow, Inverclyde and 
Scottish Borders) rely more on RSLs in their area to deliver new homes for social 
rent. There are several other factors that may influence a council’s decision to 
build new homes, including its capacity to borrow money, existing rent levels, and 
tenant priorities.

59. The City of Edinburgh Council had the greatest number of mid-market rent 
(MMR) completions (1,238) between 2016/17 and 2018/19, whereas there were 
no MMR completions in 12 council areas. In 2018, research reported mixed views 
on the potential for MMR housing across council areas.19 Some council officers 
felt that, while there was demand for such homes in their areas, its development 

 
Right to Buy

The Right to Buy 
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was not financially viable. Others felt that local housing market conditions limited 
the demand for MMR as there was not enough difference between local private 
rent levels and social rent levels. Homes for MMR are used more widely in the 
City of Edinburgh than in other areas to help overcome affordability issues in its 
particularly pressured housing market.

Exhibit 6
The tenure of homes delivered through the Affordable Housing Supply Programme between 
2016/17 and 2018/19 varied by council area
Local delivery reflects varying priorities and longer-term patterns of delivery.

Social rent Mid-market rent Affordable home ownership1
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Notes: 
1. ‘Affordable home ownership’ includes completions under the Open Market Shared Equity scheme. This is a Scottish Government 
central programme that individuals can apply for. Councils do not have a role in planning for this scheme.
2. The Scottish Government provided the audit team with updated statistics on AHSP completions during the course of the audit. 
Therefore, some of the data we have used in our analysis does not match that which is reported in the out-turn reports.

Source: Audit Scotland using Scottish Government Affordable Housing Supply Programme out-turn reports 2016/17 – 2018/19 
and additional out-turn data

Some social landlords are providing new affordable housing that meets 
the specialist housing needs of older people and those with disabilities
60. Between 2016/17 and 2018/19, 1,577 homes were purpose built for 
older people and 742 for disabled people, including 625 that were specifically 
designed for wheelchair users. As national reporting is limited to housing that is 
purpose built, this may not fully account for what is happening at a local level. 
For example, some homes may be suitable for people with particular needs to 
live in, but have not been purpose built.

61. The Scottish Government requires councils to set evidence-based targets for 
the delivery of wheelchair accessible homes across all housing tenures by the 
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end of 2019, and to report annually on progress in their SHIPs. Councils report 
that it is not always possible to accurately predict future needs.

62. It is not clear if there will be any potential funding implications arising from this 
requirement. Research has found that grant subsidy levels may not be enough to 
support the delivery of housing for people with particular needs including people 
who use wheelchairs.20 Current grant subsidy arrangements, however, are flexible 
and can support more expensive projects if required. The Scottish Government 
should monitor the impact of the requirement for wheelchair-accessible targets 
and consider whether or not any changes to grant subsidies are required.

63. Over time, people’s housing needs will change. For example, this may be 
as a result of getting older and needing aids and adaptations to homes to live 
independently. Councils and their partners need to consider both the current and 
future needs of local communities when planning affordable housing to allow it 
to be sustainable. There is some evidence that this is happening. For example, 
South Lanarkshire Council has built 107 council homes (30 per cent of all social 
rented homes completed by the council within the first three years of the 
programme) with a bedroom situated next to a wet room that has removable 
panels to allow for hoists or other specialist equipment to be installed, should 
tenants require these.

Progress with plans for affordable housing delivery across council areas 
is mixed 
64. Councils monitor progress with affordable housing delivery through their own 
LHS monitoring and reporting arrangements. As performance measures and 
reporting arrangements vary across councils, it is difficult to compare councils’ 
performance in delivering their affordable housing plans. In addition, some 
councils’ LHS reporting lacks transparency as progress reports are not always 
easily accessible on their websites. The Scottish Government updated its LHS 
guidance in September 2019 and now requires councils to monitor progress 
annually, report this to the More Homes Division area teams and publish all LHS 
documentation on their websites.21 This should help to improve transparency.

65. We reviewed progress reports by the case study councils and some other 
councils that have spent less than the available Scottish Government grant 
funding (Appendix 2, page 45). Using the available information, we have 
concluded that councils’ progress towards their own local affordable housing 
delivery plans is mixed. A range of reasons can affect councils’ progress, 
including some of the barriers that social landlords face when delivering 
affordable housing (Exhibit 9, page 35).

There are still unmet housing needs
66. Councils report that current plans for affordable housing will not address all 
housing needs in their areas. This is partly because housing needs are always 
changing, and new needs will arise. Moreover, local housing supply targets are 
based on what can realistically be delivered.

67. Without an assessment of national housing needs, it is difficult to assess the 
scale of current unmet needs, although councils have a clearer picture at a local 
level. The SFHA, CIH Scotland and Shelter Scotland are currently in the process of 
updating their national housing needs study. This is due to be completed in spring 
2020 and may provide some understanding of housing needs across the country.



28 |

Meeting housing needs does not always have to be achieved 
through new-build 

68. The programme is focused on new-build homes. At December 2019, 
68 per cent of the affordable homes completed under the current programme 
resulted from new building, 26 per cent were off-the-shelf purchases of existing 
property and seven per cent were improvements to existing properties.

69. Councils and RSLs report that there are opportunities to use existing stock 
more effectively, for example by increasing the number of adaptations of 
properties to allow tenants to remain in their own homes. Some councils also 
have schemes to buy existing homes on the open market. For example, South 
Lanarkshire Council has an open market purchase scheme that targets the 
purchase of property to increase the council’s supply of priority house types and 
sizes depleted through right to buy, meet specific and urgent housing needs 
and for wider housing quality improvement and regeneration outcomes. The 
council purchased 33 homes through the scheme in 2017/18 and 60 in 2018/19. 
Councils report that this can be a cost-effective way of meeting housing needs in 
their areas. Scottish Government grant funding can be made available for these 
schemes where they are in line with council’s strategic priorities. The Scottish 
Government needs to be clear about the purpose of its investment and the focus 
on new-build in its programme.

70. Some councils have demolished unsuitable homes and built new homes 
as part of wider area regeneration (Case study 3). It is important that councils 
engage with local communities to co-produce plans for regeneration and 
understand what housing needs require to be met. In addition, councils should 
be clear about the intended impact of, and outcomes to be improved through, 
regeneration activity and have clear measures in place to monitor these.

Case study 3
East Whitlawburn, South Lanarkshire

East Whitlawburn is an area in Cambuslang which, until recent years, had 380 two- or three-bedroom 
flats and 30 amenity bungalows. There was low demand for housing in the area as a result of its stock 
profile and a high proportion of single people and couples living in the area. In addition, there were high 
turnover rates, with about one-quarter of properties becoming vacant each year. East Whitlawburn was 
also a deprived area, with issues of anti-social behaviour and poor tenant satisfaction.

The council has undertaken extensive engagement with the local community to consider their views 
for the regeneration, resulting in the preparation of an area masterplan to deliver the regeneration. 
Their housing needs have also been established through this engagement and have been incorporated 
into the planning and delivery of affordable housing in the area, following the demolition of old stock. 
The community were keen that in any new development, all homes would be built to a tenure neutral 
design standard. In August 2019, planning permission was approved to build 311 mixed tenure homes 
on this basis. The development will be constructed by CCG Group and will comprise 230 social rented 
properties made up of amenity flats, mainstream flats, bungalows and two-, three-and four-bedroom 
houses, reflecting the needs of the community. West Whitlawburn Housing Cooperative, a local 
RSL, is a partner in the regeneration project and will take ownership of 60 of the homes when these 
are complete. CCG Homes will also build approximately 81 additional new homes for sale or private 
ownership as part of the regeneration programme. CCG Group will deliver a number of community 
benefits as part of the contract.

Source: South Lanarkshire Council 



Part 2. Delivery and impact of the affordable housing target  | 29

71. In some areas where the levels of need identified are lower, there is a risk that 
investment in building new homes may result in existing homes that cannot be let 
as tenants move from less desirable older homes to new ones. For example, the 
Glasgow and Clyde Valley HNDA estimated that the need for social rented homes 
in the Inverclyde area between 2012 and 2029 was zero.22 Inverclyde Council, 
however, has set housing supply targets that include 90 affordable homes each 
year over the LHS period (2017–22). The council has taken this approach to 
encourage residents to stay in the area and to encourage people from elsewhere 
to move into the area. Along with River Clyde Homes, a local RSL, the council 
has commissioned research to establish the extent to which new supply might 
impact on existing stock. The council will use this to inform future plans. Councils 
need to assure themselves as far as possible that new-build housing will not 
negatively affect the management of, and demand for, existing stock.

The quality of new affordable housing is important to ensure 
long-term value for money

72. The Scottish Government no longer carries out post-completion checks 
on one-third of the homes that it funds because of limited staff capacity and 
changed priorities. Instead, it is developing performance measures for new-build 
development, based on a value for money tool designed by Scotland’s Housing 
Network.23 This collects data from new-build projects relating to cost, time, 
quality aspects and resident satisfaction, and compares them. Progress on a 
pilot exercise has been slow, partly because of the time and costs for councils 
and RSLs to undertake the work. The Scottish Government is providing 
funding to Scotland’s Housing Network to assist with resident satisfaction 
surveys. It is not clear how this tool will be used in the longer term. If the pilot 
exercise is successful, further use of this would allow the Scottish Government 
and social landlords to more clearly demonstrate the value for money from 
new-build homes.

73. Some social landlords are working with Architecture and Design Scotland 
to review their new-build homes, learn lessons and develop new approaches 
to ensure better design. Architecture and Design Scotland has identified some 
opportunities for improvements in the design of social housing. For example, this 
includes better integrating the design of water management, parking, and social 
and recreational uses into new developments.

74. The Scottish Government’s 2019–20 Programme for Government outlined 
its intentions to set new building standards to reduce energy demand and the 
associated carbon emissions by 2021.24 In addition, it requires that new homes 
use renewable or low-carbon heat from 2024. However, it is not clear how the 
existing subsidy arrangements can help to meet the Scottish Government’s 
climate change commitments. At present, an additional £2,000 grant subsidy 
per home is available for new homes that meet the greener standard. Between 
2016/17 and 2018/19, 66 per cent of new-build approvals for social rent and 
MMR met the greener standard.

There is evidence of positive wider benefits to the economy and 
to tenants and local communities

75. The Scottish Government expects that the economic output associated 
with the 50,000 target will be £1.4 billion per year and that it will support about 
10,000 additional jobs. However, it is not possible to quantify the economic 








